Social Transformation and the Family

SOCIAL SECURITY AND ECONOMIC TRANSFORMATION
In general the European social security horizon is clear: social expenditure will stabilize at roughly the current levels in countries of the north 1 and continue to offer comparatively high levels of protection. 2 More effort is now being expended on design, delivery and impact, especially in investigating ways in which systems create poverty traps and welfare dependency. The object of these innovations, of course, is to harness social security to the realities of globalization and the transformations of the European economies which have long failed to guarantee full employment or high rates of sustained growth. Social security is being reinvested with the modernizing role it possessed in the immediate post-war years as a key element to facilitate high levels of productivity within an increasingly flexible labour market.
Although Germany retains a stronger industrial base than most of its neighbours, 3 its economic prospects, too, are currently both weaker and more volatile than during the miracle years of the 1950s and 1960s. Economic pressures, in part deriving from imperatives to conform to the Maastricht convergence criteria, contribute to the German debate about the future of social security and its suspect role as a Standortkiller. There are, then, accentuating tensions about the contemporary relevance of postwar understandings of social solidarity. Progressively these have focused on doubts about the robustness of current institutional arrangements and the value of maintaining high-quality entitlements which incur high nonwage costs. It is these costs, so the argument goes, that constrain opportunities for job creation and impinge on German competitiveness within the world economy. 4 In Germany, as elsewhere, no overall master plan for social protection reform is in place, beyond the retention of the statutory basis, although ad hoc crisis interventions typifying the 1980s are giving way to a more structured, long-term approach (as witnessed by health and pensions reform in the early 1990s).
Despite developments here and there which give rise to propitious assessments, speculations about future trajectories must also consider the very real short and medium-term transition costs that arise from changing social security statuses. For example, the exit costs from full-time employment in terms of welfare rights remain unattractively high. The contemporary profusion in the EU of short-term, part-time and zero-hour contracts and work share schemes raises serious questions of how the individuals concerned can establish a worthwhile social security record. Policy effort in this area has so far advanced on too limited a front to confront the full implications of these developments, which penetrate deep into gender and
